SIR -Sandra Titus and her colleagues argue that a failure to foster a culture of research integrity is the common denominator in scientific misconduct, which in the United States is much more prevalent than might be expected. But what would the results have been if the survey had been done in countries without the codes of good practice and procedures for handling allegations of misconduct laid down by the US Office of Research Integrity (ORI)?
Take Europe, where -apart from in Scandinavia, Germany, the United Kingdom and, to some degree, France -little or no regulation exists to control scientific misconduct. Individual cases of fraud can therefore be more easily hidden and may be far more common than in countries with established standards.
Horace Judson suggests that fraud is intrinsic in cultures "characterized by secrecy, privilege and lack of accountability" (The Great Betrayal: Fraud in Science Harcourt, 2004 On the basis of our own discussions with biomedical scientists at the predoctoral, postdoctoral and faculty level, we hold a different view. The academic and financial rewards of calculated, cautious dishonesty on the part of some scientific leaders are, we believe, all too apparent to the junior scientists they supervise. No amount of tutoring, stricter supervision or courses in research ethics will fix this problem.
We, the writers of this Correspondence, are the authors of a report written 21 years ago on misconduct in biomedical research (Nature 325, 207-214; 1987 Integrity: misconduct by a few damages credibility for many SIR -It is disturbing to read about the prevalence of misconduct described by Sandra Titus and colleagues. But, as scientists, we are trained to deal with reality, not to avoid or, worse, misrepresent it. The description of a scientist as honest should be a tautology.
An institution can keep its good name only by reacting vigorously against allegations of misconduct. It should publicly denounce practices such as data falsification, plagiarism and duplication of research results in different publications. Official statements should be issued, warning that misconduct allegations will be subject to formal investigation and the results made public.
Unfortunately, here in Brazil this is not common practice. If misconduct allegations are ever filed, official statements are usually vague and investigations can take several years. Whistleblowers are typically frowned upon by their colleagues and officials at their institutions.
Even though we agree that regulatory offices cannot catch all misconduct events, we suggest that consideration be given to the creation of international 'offices of research integrity' to pursue universal standards of ethical behaviour. After all, the unethical behaviour of a few scientists can damage the credibility of many.
